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hen you've split a man’s head 

with a sturdy Danish axe you 
don’t expect him ever to trouble you 
again. Which is why I was surprised 
and horrified when King Beortric Col- 
grimsson came lurching into the flicker- 
ing light of my dying campfire just two 
weeks after I had left him dead and 
bleeding on the trampled straw of his 
royal stable. 

Make no mistake; he was obviously a 
corpse. Even if one managed to disre- 
gard his gaping head wound, then his 
gray skin, cloudy eyes, and appalling 
stench all suggested that he should no 
longer be numbered among the living. 
Yet on he came, striding forward like 
some Byzantine artisan’s clockwork 
automaton, his long muscular arms 
outstretched and his twitching fingers 
hooked into grasping claws. 

I reacted rather badly. Leaping to my 
feet with a loud scream, I stumbled 
blindly backwards until I lost my bal- 
ance and fell on my arse in the nearby 
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brook. Sitting there in the mud and 
gtavel while icy water soaked into my 
backside, I could only stare in shocked 
amazement as the lich walked unswerv- 
ingly through my fire, scattering the 
kindling and causing my terrified horse 
to rear, break his tether, and go gallop- 
ing away down the moonlit hillside. 
Beortric’s fur boots caught fire, but he 
didn’t even seem to notice the flames 


that spread upward through his woolen 
leggings to the embroidered hem of his 
fine linen tunic. 

Jumping up again, I splashed my 
way across the stream and scrambled up 
the opposite bank. His pace never 
slackened as he pursued me into the 
shallow water, which put out the fire on 
his boots but not that which raged in 
his upper garments and flowing beard. 
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Undeterred and oblivious, he. forged 
across the brook, a walking torch that 
sent orange light dancing over the sur- 
face of the water. ‘To his already awful 
odor was, added the reek of burning 
hair... but not flesh. Although his 
clothing fell away in charred fragments, 
and his head was soon bare of anything 
but blackened stubble, the flames then 
died out leaving his skin marked by 
nothing more than soot. Whatever 
power animated his corpse had evi- 
dently rendered it impervious to fire. 

As I'd expected, he had trouble with 
the steep bank on my side of the stream 
bed. His motor-coordination, at least, 
was hot what it had been when he was 
alive, and he slipped and stumbled and 
ended up climbing the slope on his 
hands and knees. I'drew my spatha and 
waited. Wheh his blackened head came 
to the level of my toes, ‘I stooped and 
hewed ‘away at it. ‘I might as well have 
been aiming my, blows at a skull carved 
from solid oak,-for all the effect my cuts 
had. So I kicked’him in the teeth. That 
nearly broke my toes, but it also sent 
him skidding back down the embank- 
ment. Before he regained his position I 
found a hefty rock and heaved it at 
him, but it bounced harmlessly off his 
cloven pate with a dull and hollow 
thud. That left nothing to do but flee. 

And Beortric followed. 

He might not have been very quick 
in his current state, but he was abso- 
lutely tireless, and I was in no shape for 
prolonged running. I'd taken a spear in 
the thigh during my escape from his 
village—which was why I was still only 
seven leagues into the wilderness, and 
not all the way to Scots Dalriada—and 
the wound, while healing nicely, could 
be réopened easily. 
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Still, the rising ground gave him a 
little trouble and I gained the next 
hilltop with a good hundred-yard lead. 
Behind me I could hear the squishy 
sound of his soaked and muddy boots 
as he struggled up the gravel slope. 
Without looking back, I:plunged down 
the far side of the hill and gave my all 
to reaching the sniall copse. of beech 
and fir that lay at the bottom of the 
dale. 

I was nearly there when pain blazed 
up the rhuscles- of my healing leg and 
burned into my .side. Stumbling in 
agony, I gained the shelter of the trees 
and collapsed against the bole of a 
stunted fir. Although I could hear 
Beortric, he still had not appeared atop 
the risé. Determined not to lose .that 
advantage, I forced myself to limp 
onward through the darkened grove. 
As I groped my way through the cling- 
ing undergrowth, the worst of the pain 
subsided, and when I finally emerged 
on the other side of the thicket I was 
able to run again. Struggling to the 
crest of the next rise, I sat down to catch 
my breath in the concealing shadow of 
a granite outcropping. 

Gods, but that had been a closer call 
than I ever wanted‘to have again. Why 
couldn’t the son of a bitch stay decently 
immobile now that he was dead? Brit- 
ons, Picts, and Irishmen could all be 
counted on to do that very thing—or at 
the worst to return as nothing more 
than unpleasant but harmlessly insub- 
stantial ghosts. Trust a Saxon to be 
damned unconventional. 

While guesting at Beortric’s hall I'd 
heard his scops recite several tales of 
just this sort of resurrection, and I'd 
have paid those bogey stories more 
heed if I'd known that one was to come 
to life around me. Obviously, the fact 
that I'd “treacherously” murdered 
Beortric had something to do with his 
unwelcome reappearance. It may be 
that he'd have remained in his grave if 
I'd killed him in honest combat. But 
honest combat is a pain in the arse and 
far too uncertain for my tastes, espe- 
cially when my prospective opponent is 
a seasoned warrior twice my size. Mur- 
der had seemed a fine idea at the time. 

It looked as though I'd be spending 
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the night hiding on the open moor, 
keeping one eye open for a vengeful 
living corpse. If my gelding hadn't 
broken his tether, I’d have risked cir- 
cling back to get him, but as it was I 
dared not search for the beast lest I 
encounter Beottric. 

On the.other hand, dawn was only 
an hour or two away. If the Saxon 
legends were to be believed, I’d have 
nothing to fear once the sun came up. 

The moon was almost full and I was 
able to‘see for quite a distartce across 
the silvered heath. There was no sound 
except for the faint rustle of the breeze 
as it whispered through the clumps of 
gorse and heather. It was beginning to 
look as though Id lost the lich when I'd 
entered the tangled thicket. I congratu- 
lated myself for having proved equal to 
the emergency; there were many who'd 
have fainted dead away if Beortric had 
come waddling through their campfire. 

And then, as I was feeling secure in 

the knowledge that I'd managed to sur- 
vive another unpleasant difficulty, I 
heard the sound of a body crashing 
through the distant thicket. Damn! 
Either death had given him the nose of 
a bloodhound or he was tracking me by 
some supernatural sixth sense. Seconds 
later, he burst into the moonlight and 
began lurching up the slope with 
implacable determination. 
’ At this distance he looked almost 
funny—a rangy, pot-bellied Saxon, 
naked except for his sopping boots and 
charred lower leggings, and as hairless 
as a scorched egg. Despite his comical 
appearance, I did not feel like laugh- 
ing. Groaning, I leapt to my feet. 
Keeping to a steady jog on account of 
my wound, I set out across,the moor. 
He followed without noticably gaining. 
Obviously, such tactics would not keep 
me ahead of him forever, but I had lit- 
tle choice. : 

A ring of squat standing stones 
loomed atop the next rise. Over 
two dozen weathered monoliths sur- 
rounded a thick horizontal slab sup- 
ported by three waist-high uprights. I 
dashed through the outer circle and 
paused, waiting for Beortric to catch 
up. This was as good a place as any for 
me to make my stand. 
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When he arrived I led him in a merry 
chase around the central dolmen. His 
clumsiness hampered him in close 
quarters. Again’ and again he'd lunge 
after me, and I would dance out of 
reach, escaping death by inches. Wheri 
he got tpo close I could gain breathing 
space by diving and rolling under the 
dolmen’s slab, a maneuver he couldn’t 
quite duplicate. And so it went, a gro- 
tesque’ game of tag. 

Then an unnoticed rock sent me 
sprawling. As I scrambled on my hands 
and knees I felt Beortric grasp a fold in 
the fabric of my surtunic just below my 
shoulders. Rather than attempt to 
break away, I immediately scuttled 
backwards, managing by pure luck to 
slip between his legs. Overbalanced, he 
tottered forward while I tried to wrig- 
gle free of the garment that was now 
bunched up around my head. Fortu- 
nately, it had a v-neck and short flaring 
sleeves, so I was able to slip right out of 
it, leaving Beortric to fall flat on his 
face while I shot backwards like a star- 
tled crayfish. 

Jumping up, I spun around, only to 
run blindly and idiotically into one of 
the massive standing stones. This gave 
Beortric, who'd risen to his knees, a 
chance to grab me by the elbow. His 
gtip was crushingly painful, and I 
screamed aloud as I was forced to turn 
and face him. Staggering to his feet, he 
pulled me closer. Nearly gagging from 
the noxious odor, I kneed him ineffec- 
tually in the ‘groin as he bent toward 
me, his mouth gaping open to reveal 

Sfeat square teeth that might have 
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done justice to a plowhorse. 

Cristos and Dagda, \ thought, 4e’s 
going to bite me like a goddamn ant- 
mal! 

Then my face was assaulted by a blast 
of even fouler air. Beortric was making 
an indescribable sound, a sort of gasp- 
ing, grunting wheeze. Reeling, he 
released me and stumbled: back, his 
arms clawing madly at the empty air. 

Something was gleaming on my 
chest. Of course! It was the cross I 
was weafing between my woolen outer 
tunic and my linen unders—a simple 
but superbly wrought piece of silver 
booty from an Irish monastery—an 
item I'd taken off Beortric’s corpse 
before fleeing the royal stable. He'd 
been a pagan, of course, like all 
his kinsmen, but where many of the 
Northmen viewed Chfistian relics with 
fear or contempt, Beortric had worn 
this ornament for the protection he’d 
supposed it would provide against 
hostile magic. How ironic that it would 
serve me in such a fashion now. 

From all I'd heard, the Cristos was 
a sttong young god, but it was still 
surprising to find that his symbol 
defended one who was not only not a 
worshiper of his, but a murderer to 
boot. Not being a choosy beggar, I 
drew the chain from around my neck, 
extended the cross, anid advanced on 
Beortric. He continued to stumble 
backwards. Tripping over the low table 
tock, he fell back across it like a 
proffered sacrifice. His arms flailed and 
his legs kicked, but his motions seemed 
weak and ineffectual, and I had no 





difficulty slipping the cross’s chain 
around his neck. He lifted his head to 
snap at my arm, froze in mid-motion, 
and went limp. 

There was a sudden wave of putre- 
scence as two weeks of decomposition 
caught up with him all at once. A sort 
of writhing mist seemed to issue from 
his mouth and billow upward into a 
pale, roughly man-shaped form that 
clawed at me with wispy, insubstantial 
hands. I retreated in alarm, bit it could 
not hurt me. This would be what the 
Northmen called the fy/gya, the spirit 
that had animated Beortric’s dead 
flesh. Now that it was cast out of its 
shell by the power of the Cristos, it was 
deprived .of its only anchor to this 
world. Even-as I watched, it.dissipated 
like a windblown cloud. 

I looked around me. The first traces 
of the dawn were bleeding over" the 
horizon like an open wound. Secure in 
the knowledge that the breaking. day 
would ward off any remaining traces of 
Beortric’s ghost, I stretched out on 
the grass and attempted to catch an 
hour or so of much-needed sleep. I say 
attempted because my surroundings 
were not conducive to testfulness and 
there was much work to be done. 

Rising at last, I took hold of 
Beortric’s cold ankles, dragged him off 
the top of the slab, and labored at 
hauling him beneath it. The bugger 
must have weighed over fifteen stone; 
in my weakened state it was like haul- 
ing a dead horse. Finally getting him 
where I wanted him, I crawled out from 
under the dolmen, removed my belt, 
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and tied it around the smallest of the 
three uprights that supported the heavy 
table rock. I pulled, but my exertions 
produced no noticable effect, and I 
ended up spending another hour 
scooping earth away from the stone's 
base before I was able to topple it. 
With that, the whole structure -col- 
lapsed on’ top of Beortric’s stinking 
corpse. 

I spent much of the remaining day 
gathering enough stones to pile a small 
cairn over the remains, cursing all the 
while the necessity of leaving the cross 
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buried wwith-the lich, Damn it, I'd need 


money when I got'to Dalriada. But 


there was, no whelp for that. The cross 
had to stay with Beortric’s body: I 


couldn’t risk letting the fy/gja come; 


back into the body, dig its way out, and 
come after me again. : 
That done, I set off on foot across the 
barren heath, intending to get as far 
away from the cairn as possible ‘by 
nightfall. Lugh and-Jesu, but I was a 
filthy mess. My surtunic was torg, I was 
oily with sweat, my hands were, black 
and blistered and split-nailed from dig- 









ging in the earth, my left arm ached, 
and my legs irisisted they'd been 
stretched on a rack, There was no relief 
from the growling in my stomach, but I 
did slake my thirst in a clear and merci- 
fully.cool stream. I suppose I traveled 
another three miles before sunset. 

Not bothering to find shelter, I 
simply laid down in the heather and 
yielded to exhaustion. 
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Ach, but it’s a disheartening thing 
when your own da exiles you on the 
morning of your twentieth birthday. 
Except that King Lot wasn't my da, 
which was the whole problem. Yes, I 
do intend to explain what I was: doing 
in the northern British wilderness, 
fleeing from the vengeful corpse of a 
Saxon king whom I'd fecently rhur- 
dered. Patience a bit; the backgrouhd’s 
a story in itself. : 

You see, I was the bastard son.of the 
King of Orkney’s wife. Being a.randy 
sort, Mum had taken a fancy to her own 
dear brother, Arthur Pendragon’, now 
High King of Britain, ‘back in the days 
when he was still dux bellorim:of the 
loosely-knit federation of petty king- 
doms that he was’later to.forge into a 
single realm. Old Uther Pendragon had 


for some reason of his own never both- 


ered to reveal that Arthur was his'son, 
so neither Arthur nor Queen Morgawse 
had known:they were siblings. Quite a 
mess, actually. I found out the truth 
when I was fourteeA, bit-King Lot did 
not ‘discover that I was not hisson until 
six years later: I was the one who told 
him. 

I'd always hated Lot, even when I'd 
thought him my father, for he.was a 
mean and grasping little prick of a 
man, as crafty as a weasél-and twice as 
cruel. He, in-his turn, had always hated 
Arthur, for when Arthut -had pulled 
thé imperial sword from its stone: at 
Caerleon he had wrecked all of Lot's 
carefully laid plans for acquiring the 
Dragon ‘Throne, which ambition had 
been the only reason he'd married 
Queen Morgawse.- Of course; despite 
his hatred, Lot had played the faithful 
vassal for a time, even allowing my 
half-brothers Gawain and Gareth to 
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take service at Arthur’s court. 
Arid then, when I was eighteen, Lot 
had broken with Arthur and allied 


-himself’ with Beortric Colgrimsson, a 


Saxon adventurer who had‘come to Bri- 
tain as 2 royalthane to Ida, the Icelan- 
dic King who had established the tiny 
settlement of Bernica between the walls 
of: Hadrian and Antoninus..Having 
seen how ‘easy it was to play.the king- 
ship game, Beortric:had soon left Ida’s 


court with with own band of gestths; or’ 


pledged companions, and founded his 
own burg on the southern shore of the 
Firth of Tay, bordering the Pictish 
wilderness. 

Now openly his brother-in-law’s 
enémy, Lot had commanded Gawain 
and Gareth back to Orkney, but they 
had not’come, chgosing to ally them- 
selves with theirsuncle rather than their 
father. Lot had been furious. Never an 
easy man to live with, he‘became intol- 
erable. Mother was spared his sages 
because he feared her sorcerous powers, 
but to everyone else he became a snarl- 
ing bully. 

[put up withrit for two years. Finally, 
having had enough, I reacted.to-one of 
his.temper tantrums by telling -him 
whose son I really was-and how I pre- 
ferred to be an incestuous bastard. 
rather than’ Azs fleshiand. blood. He 
struck me for-that, and my response 
broke his nose. I might have got worse 
than exile if Mother hadn’t intervened. 
Shortly thereafter, I was shipped out to 
Beortric’s domain on the northern 
mainland. 

Actually, I'd rather liked Beortric, 
even: if he did:smell, like a lathered 
horse, but life in his hall had been dull 
beyond belief. The big*blonde women, 
built like valkyries, had been tempting 
tumbles, but they often had fleas.and 
were ignorant of all the arts of love.. It 
hadn’t been long before I'd decided to 
join my brothers’ at Arthur's court. 

‘But if Arthur were to become my 
liege, then Beortric would become my 
enemy, and. a ‘very dangerous one at 


that. Ten years earlier, Arthur had- 


broken a Saxon*Pictish alliance at the 
battle of Calidon; now another such 
alliancé, many times stronger, was in 


the making. The Picts, you see, trace’ 
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their dynasties through the female line 
of descent. Beortric’s mother had been 
an abducted Pictish princess, and 
because “of his parentage he stood a 
good chante of establishing’ a,clairh as 
King of all the Picts. Such a ‘Saxon- 
ruled Pictdom could sweep down into 
Strathclyde and Gododdin, uniting 
witH Orkney and Bernica to conquer 
the lands south of Hadrian’s Wall. 
With Arthur's attention diverted to‘the 
north, Aelle and Cerdic would not be 
long -in overrunning their borders at 
Wight and Kent.on the Saxon Shore 
and allying themselves with Icel, 
the king ’of ‘the Angles on the east’ 
coast. And that would-be the death’ of 
Arthur's Britain. 

The obvious solution was that Beor- 
tric die. Besides, ‘if I killed himi, the 


déed (stiitably ernbellished) might win, 


me’ some favor at Arthuir’s court. It was 
not’4 difficult murder, to’arrange. Beor- 
ttic had married a Frisian princess who 
was 4 bit of a vitago. Leery of her wrath, 
she had been extremely secretive in his 
dalliances with the prettiest {of ‘his 
household wenches,*sneaking out each 
night for a ptearranged roll in the, hay 
of the royal stable. One evening I'went 
there before him, having bound and 
gagged the lass-and hidden her ifi,a 
grain sack, I might have: made a dléan 
getaway,” "Gf one of his thanes .hadn't 
been relieving himself against the pali- 
sade just beyond the: stable doors. I left 
the axe’ 'd used on his master lodged in 
the, fellow’ S. breastborie; ‘bit not before 
he’d managed, to put his spearhead in 
my thigh. Because of that wound, I'd 
ended up hiding in.the wilderness for 
two weeks rather than ridirig for the 
coast. And then, just when my wound 
had almost healed, Beortric-had,made 
his-unwelcome reappearance. 
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I was awakened by a sharp kick in the 
side, Sitting up with,a curse, I found 
myself, surrounded by the nastiest Jook- 
ing lot of ruffians I'd ever-seen. Some 
were clearly Picts, but most,were Scots 
or Britons. All. were incredibly filthy, 
and they collectively bore an appalling 
catalog of scars, pustules, minor dis- 
figurements,.and diseased sores. Their 
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clothing, except for some obviously 
stolen silks and linens, was an eclectic 
mixture of rags, leather, and smelly 
furs, and they.-practically bristled with 
weapons. There were about two dozen 


altogether; ‘I counted’ swords, daggers, 


spears, bows, pikes, clubs, and at least 
one Frankish throwing axe. Not the sort 
of company I wantéd at the moment. 

“Well, well, lads, what have we 
here?” mused -the tallest, if: not the 
ugliest of the, lot,.a hulking lout with 
only one ear ‘and no upper teeth.*He- 
was picking his ‘carbuncled nose with 
the point of a ‘wicked-looking dirk, the 
blade of which gleamed suggestively in 
the red light: of the setting sun. I'd 
evidently slept the whole night and 
most ‘of the following day. 

“You're robbers,” I said dully. It was 
a stupid and unnecessary comment. 

The tall brigand grinned. “A clever 
one, afen’t.you? I’m ‘Black Brian mac 
Bridei, and this is my band of Free 
Companions. Who are you?” 

I wondered why evety motley gang of 
cutthroats‘from Cornwall to the Clyde 
called thems¢lves Free Companions. 
Malodorous,Scum ‘was a better term: for 
what they wefe, though I doubted 
they'd care to’adopt it. And;I,knew bet- 
ter than to protest when ‘one .of.them 
removed my swOrd-belt. ““What's«it“to 
you?” I finally responded. 

He smiled. “Call it a professional 
interest.” Bending: down, “he: plucked 
off the gold dragon ‘ting I wofe on ‘my 
left forefinger. “Now this is nice, very 
nice indeed,” he commented. “Saxon 
workmanship, isn’t it?” 

I nodded. Most of my,grogginess was 
gone, so.I began to take stock of;my 
physical condition. I- was sore from 
sleeping on the hard ground and my 
arm still ached, but my thigh wound 
had not been reopened by all the acti- 
vity of two nights before. The main 
soutce.of my present discomfort was an 
empty stomach. 

“But you’re no Saxon,” continued 
Brian, “for you’ve a Sco##i accent if I've 
ever heard one. And ‘high born, too.” 

“What, if] am?” 

He scratched an armpit and looked 
thoughtful. “Then you're of yalue to us 
alive. Otherwise you're cold meat. Do 
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you want’ to tell‘us who you are, or 
should I give you to Fergus, there?” He 
pointed at ‘a broad-shouldered ox of a 
man with little forehead and less chin. 
“Fergus ‘does like the handsome young 
lads like yourself. Of course, we'd break 
your arms first, just to make sure you 
felt -coopetative.” 

“What if I told you I was Mordred 
mac Lot,'Prince of Orkney and beloved 
nephew to Athur Pendragon, High 
King’ of Britain?” 

Brian recovered quickly from his 
shock. “The Pendragon, you say!” 

“Aye, and he won't take kindly to 
my being held hostage by the likes of 
you. Arthur’s not the sort to pay a ran- 
som. 











Brian kneaded his scabby chin. 
“True enough. I fought with him at 
Calidon, back before I was outlawed in 
Dalriada. The man is mad with right- 
eousness, and there’s no dealing with 
that sort. Fortunately for you, there are 
other alternatives. It profits an outlaw 
to know his kingdom's affairs, and I do 
know that Camelot and Orkney have 
been on the outs these past two years, 
ever-since your da allied himself with 
the sassanachs. You're wearing Saxon 
clothes and jewelry, so it’s easy to guess 
which side you're on. No, I think a ran- 
som demand sent to your father would 
not involve mad Artorius at all.” 

I realized that I dare not let them 
know my true status in Orkney. A dis- 





inherited bastard would be no good to 
them alive. Fate, whom the Saxons call 
Wyrd, does play a man some nasty 
tricks. 

“Yes, you're right,” I mumbled. “I 
was on a diplomatic mission, to King 
Beortric and questing at his royal hall 
when one of his thanes treacherously 
murdered him. Though I was the son 
of a powerful ally, I was also a for- 
eigner, and it was easy for the real killer 
to place suspicion upon my head. It 
became necessary to flee the burg.” 

“Hmmm,” mused Brian, “perhaps 
Beortric’s gesiths would pay even more 
for- you than your da would.” 

“No!” I shouted in alarm. “Please, 
don’t. Ican pay . . .” Then I broke off, 
having seemingly made a tactical blun- 
der. 

Brian’s eyes narrowed and his-smile 
turned to ice. “So, you can pay, can. 
you? With what? Those tattered clothes 
you're wearing? Speak and speak quick- 
ly, if you don’t like pain.” 

“I lied,” I admitted softly. “I was 
never suspected of murdering Beortric. 
But I used the confusion resulting from 
his death to steal a chest full, of gold 
coins from his royal hoard. I departed, 
his burg on horseback, but my .mount 
sickened and died two days ago. On 
foot, I had no choice but to bury the 
chest beneath a heap of stones.” 

Brian was all business now. 
“Where?” The question was a curt 
bark. 

{ shook my head. “A meal first. Food 
and drink—you must have a camp 
nearabouts. Afterwards, I'll lead you to 
the gold.” 

Of course, it wasn’t going to be that 
easy. Brian motioned to Fergus and 
another hulking brute, a Pictish- 
looking fellow with a festering hole 
where his left eye had been. They 
squatted beside me, seizing my arms 
and holding me fast. Brian sat on his, 
haunches and inserted the tip of his 
dagger into my left nostril. Almost 
gently, he began to saw it back and 
forth. A drop-of blood the size of a pea 
rolled down his blade. 

“Go to Hell, Brian,” I said through 
clenched teeth. “I’ve been through too 
much lately to be frightened of you. 
Stick your dirk up my arse if you want, 
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I still won’t tell you what you want to 
know. Not until I have some food in 
my belly.” I promised myself that I'd 
make sure my little scheme ended in 
the bastard’s death. 

He didn’t call my bluff, thank the 
gods. Sheathing his knife, he bade his 
men force:me to stand, whereupon 
they tied my hands behind my back 
with a strip torn from the remnants of 
my surtunic. And so we set off at a 
steady march for the robbers’ encamp- 
ment. 

Night fell long before we reached 
their village—if village were hot too 
grand a term for such a miserable ‘col- 
lection of stinking hovels—built atop a 
high down that gave a good view of the 
surrounding moor. Brian himself had 
sorhewhat better quarters, for his 
dwelling was one of those low-ceilingéd 
stone huts that one sometimes” sees 
in the Northern Highlands, an aban- 
doned relic of some long-forgotten 
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people. 

Mangy dogs yipped at our heels as we 
walked among the fetid shelters. A few 
scarecrow-thin women peered out of 
the black interiors. There were no 
children. We took our supper in the 
open air, which was a blessing consider- 
ing the odors that wafted out of the 
foul hovels. I'd been in privies that 
smelled better. It’s a wonder that I kept 
my appetite, but I did. Fergus untied 
my arms and I took my place in the ring 
of outlaws that squatted on the stony 
ground around a smoking peat fire. 
The swollen moon rose high above us, 
unobscured by clouds. Somewhere, in 
one of the huts, someone was moaning 
in a monotonous litany of weary pain. 
A haggard slattérn' with dead- eyes and 
ratty, “mud-colored hair ladled out 
meager setvings of upappetizing stew 
into cracked ¢lay bowls, I didn’t ask 
what the ingredients were, but the one- 
eyed robber, whose ‘name was Durst, 


mn 


wea 


However, we offer a viable alternative to the local SF shdp; a stock. 





volunteered the information. Actually, 
dog wasn’t bad once you got used to it. 
I was too famished to be squeamish. 

Finishing, I stood up and looked 
across the fire at Brian. The female 
scafecrow was sitting on his lap and his 
hand was fondling beneath her rags. 
“Excuse me,” I said mildly. “I believe 
I’m ready now if you are.” 

Dumping the woman on the ground, 
he rose and clapped his hands. “Bring 
the: horses,’ he commanded. From 
somewhere they produced three sway- 
backed nags. Brian got the largest, and 
I rode pillion, while Drust and Fergus 
mounted the other two. Evidently, 
these were the only steeds they owned. 
Leaving thé rest of the band behind, we 
set off*down the hill. The moon was 
very bright and there was no problem 
about illumination. 

It took me a while to retrace my 
steps, ‘but I eventually recognized 


enough landmarks to lead them to the 
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cairn. It seemed undisturbed, which 
was a profound relief. 

“Is this it, then?” asked Brian. 

I.nodded. 

“You went to a lot of trouble to bury 
-it. Were you afraid it would get up and 
walk away?” 

I shrugged. “You never know. It’s 
best to be on the safe side.” 

Dismounting, the robbers began 
removing the-piled ,stones while I sat 
down and rested on the cool sward. 
While Drust and Fergus sweated, Brian 
stood by with a naked sword lest I 
attempt to escdpe. He needn't have 
bothered, for I intended to stay around 
and make sure he received:.his just 
reward. Oblivious to their master’s 
labors, the three horses grazed con- 
tentedly gn the stubby grass. 

Drust and Fergus finally cleared away 
all but the bottom slab. Bending at the 
knees, they each seized an end of that 
“great rock and heaved. I could actually 
hear their muscles straining, like the 
creaking of a ship’s timbers on a high 
sea. They groaned and scrambled for 
purchase, but nothing happened. So 
Brian made me get up and help them. 
It was‘ still too heavy, and in the end it 
took all four of us to lift the slab. 

Beortric’s odor rose iri a cloud around 
us. We stumbled sideways with our 
burden and revealed the corpse, a black 
and gray scarecrow in the moonlight. 

“What the Hell!” snapped Brian. 

The cross gleamed on its sunken 
chest! I released my end of the rock, 
tore the icon from around its neck, and 
leapt away. Brian snarled, drew his 
sword, and came after me. This left 
Drust and Fergus to manage the slab, 
and they were not equal to the task. 
Cursing, they dropped their burden, 
skinning their hands and knees and 
almost crushing their own toes. 

Brian stalked toward me, his sword 
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raised. Suddenly, Fergus screamed. 
Brian Jooked back. The corpse was sit- 
ting up. 

The lich seized Fergus’s ankle and 
dumped him on his back. Crawling 
atop the big Irishman, the undead 
Saxon bit a great, slobbering chunk out 
of his upraised forearm. Caught in an 
unbreakable embrace, Fergus could 
only how! in pain as his attacker tore 
fugther-mouthsful from his shoulders, 
face, and neck. Mercifully, his jugular 
was soon laid open and he gurgled off 
into silence. Beortric’ continued to 





gnaw tingly on his limp body. 

I'd been prepared for this by both 
my own experience and by the legends 
which attributed such cannibalistic 
appetites to the risen dead, but Brian 
just stood there, seemingly paralyzed 
by nauseated horror. Drust either had 
mofe courage, or was simply stupid. 
Drawing his sword, he fell upon the 
voracious corpse. Unaffected by those 
wild blows, Beortric rose unsteadily to 
his feet. Catching Drust’s wrist, he tore 
the man’s arm from its socket as easily 
as a feasting glutton snatches a drum- 
stick from a Yuletide goose. Drust 
flopped spasmodically on the ground as 
his life spurted out in a fountain of 





black blood. 

Brian retreated before the gore- 
splattered monster, his sword shaking 
in his hand. Stepping up behind him, I 
aimed a kick at his backside that send 
him sprawling at Beortric’s feet. The 
lich immediately dropped down on 
him like a toppled tree, and began to 
feed. 

As soon as I was sure that Brian was 
dead, I approached the monster. It 
looked up and started to scramble 
back, but not soon enough, for I-suc- 
ceeded in pressing the-cross to its head, 
wedging it into the cleft skull. Once 
again it went limp, and once again the 
Fylgya issued forth, writhed in silent 
agony, and dissipated, 

I suddenly had an idea. If the ani- 
mating force had departed, then per- 
‘haps. . . . Picking up Brian’s sword, J 
thacked at the corpse’s head and man- 
aged to remove an ear. Yes, its invul- 
nerability had departed with the spirit. 

The horses had fled, and it took me 
an hour or so to round thém up again. 
Selecting the largest, I rode to the dis- 
tant copse, where I constructed a crude 
litter. With this I was able to drag 
several loads of dry wood back to the 
stone circle. By morning there was 
nothing left of Beortric but cooling 
ashes. These I scattered in running 
water lest some animal lick them and 
become possessed by the remnants of 
the fy/gya. At least I was able to retrieve 
the cross. 

Of course, if I had thought of burn- 
ing him the first time, I might have 
been saved building a cairn, but then I 
wouldn't have been able to trick the 
outlaws the way I had. Maybe my luck 
had finally turned. 

My newly acquired mount wasn't 
much, but he would serve to get me to 
the coast. I looked forward to decent 
food and a soft bed and softer women. 
Whatever fate awaited me at Arthur's 
court, I was confident of my ability to 
meet it headlong. -Hell, after this 
ordeal, I was*up to ariything. Still, I 
hoped ’that life in Britain would prove 
to be a bit more sedate than mine had 


been so far. 


The Sazon’s Lich 





